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At the end of larch, 1854, tlhe New York Society Library com=
pletead its one hundredth year. It was in need of a building of its
owm, the %fwo which it bad previcusly owned end occupied huv ing been
s0ld successively for timely reasons, and euch time the books had
been placed in fented roome in public buildings where the functions
of the Library .ere continued. Out of debt, and possessing a fund
of nearly 70,000, an arrangemant had been msude in Moy, 18853, By a
comﬁittee of the trustees with Mrs. Adeline.E- Schermerhorn, widow
of Peter hugustus Schermerhorn, a former trustee, for. the purchase of
three lots owned by her on the east side of University Place betwsen
12th and 13th Streets. The price agreed upon was 318,650;'with

certain conditions, the trustesz sgreeing not to erect within 40 feet
® | )

of the front of the premises any building unless of brick or stone of

at least two stories in height, and nct to erect or permit on the

premizes "any public school, theatre or other place for public amuse-

went, or any other pluce for any other trude, business, or ocaoupation,

dangerous, noxious or offénsive to the neighboring inhabitants".

See A. B+ Keep's Hist. of the W. ¥. Zoclety Library,
1908, pp. 436, 437, 44e.

Active steps towurd building were ftaken after the annual meeting
of 1854, & comidittee being empowered to huve plans and estinutes prew-
pared st once und to call for bids. By tiarch, 1855, the trustees had
ratifisd the cholce of Messrs. &, Thomas & Son, as architects and had
aprroved mason's wnd carpenter's contracte.

Ibid., 443,

During the summer of 1855, the cornerstone was laid, and the trustees
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met in the almest finished structure on April 28, 1856. s

Ibid,, 444~445.
The building's address at thut tize was Fo. 67 University Place, but
house numbers were changad in 1897 and this becaue No. 109 and so

remaing.

Description and Cost

A good description of the new building was published in "Valentinets

"Manual®™ for 1856 soon after it was completed. It is here guoted in

full, with bracketod insertions mude by the archivects of the present
éurvey to indicate corrections in statement or changes that have been mede
in detaiis of plun gnd constructinn since the bui'dirng was erected:

"The new building hes 52 feet front, leaving a space unoccupied on
either side so as to give light by windows to thé interior. Toward
the rear, however, the building spreads out zand covers the whole ﬁidfh
of the lot. [The land has a width of 71 feet in front and 79 feet
3 incres st the rear. Its depth is about 11C feet. The building's
width at the rear is 77 feet 3 inches).

"The front is in the Italian style of architecture. The entrance
is ornumented with coupled Corinthiun pilasters, supporting the entabla-~
ture, over which is a balustrade [removed prior to 1010}, inelosing a
saall bzlcony. The [entrence} door is surrounded by an wrchitrave
with veystone {keyblock). The wall is feced with ushlar, with hor-
izontal grooves cut into it [rusticated stone jointings}, and supports
a cornice. Lbove the first gtory is a pedestzl, on which rest the
piers snd window ornaments. The anzles of +the plers have rustic
[rusticated} guoins runmnirg up to the cornice at the top of the building.

"Phe windows in the side divisions are [have} ornamented urchitraves



The New York Society Library

and ?ilgsters supporting'coﬁsols [bénséles] wﬁich:in turn support E
the cornice and pediment. The aiddle window coﬁtaiﬁs a triple Windbw_
with Corinthian pilastefs snd entabluture, in the frieze of which is
the inseription !'PFounded A.D. 17H4t. - Over the wirdows are stone
nanela. Those in the sidé,diViSiOHS are filled with ornements.

The one over the middle window contuins the nume of the building,
TSociety Library'.

"The walls are faced with fine [repressed]} bricks, above which
is a massive entablature of iron, consisting of an architruve, friezs
end cornice; over which is a continued balustrade [removed prior to
1910} between pedestals. [The architraves, quoins, front steps and
other storeweork are of brownstqne].

"On entering the front door, the visitor finds himself in a hali'
47 feet long [including the vestibule at the front] and 12 [feet) widse,
handsomely paved with tessallated pavement {blue und ysllow encaus£ic
tile]. On the Yeft is & confortable room for & ladies' reading rooﬁ,
16 fzet by 30 [row the Janitor's guarters with & north-snd-south
partition making two rooms].’ A siailar room on the right is used as a
conversation room [row the Trustees! Roong. At “he end of the hall
are folding doore opening into the large reading room, 31 feet by 73,
well lighted and furrished with oupers and periodiculs [now the stack-
roon with wooden stacks].

"In the hall neur the entrance to the lurgs reading room, un easy
flight of stuirs leads to the liorary, which offers to view a noble
apartment [row the reading room}, [sbout} 35 feet bigh, end taking in
the whole desth wnd width of the buildiig, having [{including] pleasant

wnd quiet alcoves below, with two galleries rising above and receding
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es they rise, leading the eye up to the oblorg dome of the roof, }5» '

that with iis fine'large skylight sends down a flood of light on all
telow. The gaileries sre also divided into alcoves, and the whole
building is wost oonveniently and cof ortably arranged, af“ording room
for 100,000 voluwes®.

Ses Menuel of tha Corporation of the City of

New-York for 1858, by David T. Valentine,
pp. 445-448.

The cost of the structure approximated $55,560. Including the
vrice puid for the land, the total expenditures smounted to about
$75,000.

Keep, 442-446.

Changes in the Use of Rooms

There has been no remodelling except the few simple changes
necessituated by changing use. The front room at the left of the
entrance, ‘mown all along as the "Ladies keadihg Koom" and other
apartments on the first floor have been diverted from their oripgiral
purposes by leases to inéividuals of acceptably high cheructer or to
prominsnt husiness concerns und societies. A1 of these tenants,
occupying the rooms temporarily from 1859 to well into the eighties,
are mentioned by Dr. Keep in his exhaustive history. The "Ladies
Reading Roow" was cut in two in Mav, 1892, the inrer division .ith new
doorway into the ™all retuining the 0ld ra.e. Both divisions are now
the Jjanitor's quarters.  Acrcss the hallwey, the south room, variously
rtyled the "Hen's Reading Room", the "Conversation Room™ and the "Chess
Eoom", became in June, 1899, a reudevouz for the Society of Colonial
Danes.

Keep, 507-508.

This is now the Trustees' liocom.
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Improvements have been ﬂgde to beautify the building or:£ém§§com,
moﬁate rew accesslons of books and other collections. This;ié'ﬁoﬁablyfﬁ
true of changes made at the cenﬁré of the south sids of the readiﬂg ;§§£;;:
on the record floor, here a bay~window, higher flooring, éanel}ed |
cabinet-work, coffered ceiling, and stained 4lass window of great artistic
velue have been added to the three alcoves devoted to the dJohn C. Green
‘Hemorial Colleetion. Many rare books, manuscripts, official doouments,
sarly Am:ricaQ newspupers und other vuluable literary properties have |
bgen mcquirec from tiwe bo time throughout the long life of the Society
Iibrary.  Among theseé is one of the best architectural collections in
New York.

Thid, 527.

The Library's Earlier Yeurs

The first library known to have been in New York City was the Trinitf
Parich Library (1698). Wearly all destroyed in the fire of 1776, &he
bocks that swrvived sre now 1in the 1ibrury of the General Theological
Ceinirary, except Lord Clarendon's history which is in the Society
Library.

The second librarv was the sual? collection of books gziven by
Chaplain John Sharpe in 1713 %o found a "Publick Library". These books
remained in private “ands until they probubly were united :ith the
Corporation Tibrary in 1730. 4 few of its volumes are now in the
Society Tibrary.

The third library, the Corporation Library (173C), wus the city's
first real public circulating library; but its books were scattered
by the British in 1776.

The fourth library, the New York Society Library, was founded in

1754 and incorporated in 1772 as a public, subserivtion, circulating
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1ibréry- "Practically exberminated by the atrocious vandalism of 31 Nevo,
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the British troops", Dr. Keep stutes, "scarcely & volume of its nree '

Revolutionary collection 1s known to have survived save the Bharps books,
whieh, as nurt of the Corporation Librury, were formerly in ite carse®.
The fourding of all these libruries is summarized, .ith original

authorities ¢ited,

in I, N. Pnelps Stokes! Iconography of Lianhattan
Island, Vol. IV., pp. 404-5,

in a Chronology huving cross-references to their rec.sctive dates und
historiés.

From 1754 onwsrd, the detiiled sccounts of the Society Ilibrary's
" beginning, its growth, accessions of books, migratiuns, the business

of its Trustees, its internzal operation, ete., are found in

Keep's History (1908) and Stokes's Iconogrwphy
(Vol. IV, 1922, und Vol. ¥, 1925). T

The former orints in £ull (pp. 535-537) the orizinel roposul und
reeolutién dafinisz the plan of orgusnization wund overation of the
Library as found in the “Articles of the Subserition Loll of the Hew
York ILibrary", written in the book of trustees! .winutes under date of
April 2, 1754, The first meeting of the library subscribers was held
om Arri} 30, 1754, for the election of trustees, in the coffee-room of
the Bxchange .t the foot of Broud Street, -- the saie building {sult-
aily alteraed) here in 1790 the United States Supreme Court held its
fir:t =essions.

The kew York Society Iibiary is "by far the oldest ILibrary in this

state! feer says (». 527); but

O'Callaghun, in his History of YMew Netherland,
i: 454,
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'f $Qnti§ﬁé.onE_in Rensselaeréwyck (ﬁlbany) as early as 1842, Baéed'on 15.-
‘the eﬁrly detes of collections of books which the %oc]ety Library
sequired, 1713 being the serliest, thé_st&team%ﬁ is sometines unde that it
is thé oldest tublic library in the United States.  Frow its beginning in
1754, it hus been denominuted a »ublic library as distinguished from
existing private or p&rochialhcélleotiOﬂs. wevertheless, it has always
beeir & sharseholder's or proprietary, subscription librafy, not feee.

Eizg, 468 .

It is therefore covzervative and exclusive. "It is & sosspicuous
asset to the cultural 1ife of the cohmunity"

Toid, 532.

The situation of its new building of 1854-6 on Universiby Pluce,

only one block from Fifth aAvenue and the suaw from Broadway, nsur

: . #ashington Bquare on the south znd Union Sgusre on the Morth, it was for
vears in the heart of the cholce residential secbion of the city. "o

it was nsturel that the librury should lave figured as a social ren-
dezvous, a8 well ze a Yecca for hooklovers”

Tbid, 476-477.

As Feep sald in 1908_(?. 5G1) offices and retail establishuents
nw reisn sucrewe 1n Tniversity luce. Tgople who in irfancy und youth
"scamper =d over the brownstone steps of the Society Library" huve long
sirce bean Forced, like their fathers befors thes, Lo sell their homes.
“The library building, «ith the stately Schermerhorn ..unsion by
gide in & lovwl compsnionshin of over FLfty -recrs, still ssintelne its
quiet dignity saidst all change of scene,  That was in 1908.. Now an
+tha

apartment house fills the plucs of neighbortly old nansion.

Yritten, A-ril 12, 1934 b

' _;;}ézz‘ Thomas 7. Hotchkiss Hoericioecl
proved : V" 116 Pive St., Peckskill, N.Y. /F3f HCF
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